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What  is  Eastern  Encephalitis? 


/ 


Eastern  Encephalitis  (EE)  is  a  rare  but  serious  disease  caused  by  a  virus.  The  virus  grows  in  birds  that  live  in  freshwater 
swamps,  and  is  spread  among  the  birds  by  mosquitoes  that  do  not  bite  people.  EE  virus  is  usually  found  only  in  these 
birds  and  mosquitoes,  but  sometimes  it  gets  picked  up  by  other  kinds  of  mosquitoes  that  bite  horses  and  people.  The 
risk  of  getting  EE  is  highest  from  late  July  through  September.  The  virus  is  spread  by  adult  mosquitoes,  which  are  all 
killed  by  frost  in  the  fall. 

What  are  the  symptoms  of  EE? 

The  first  symptoms  of  EE  are  high  fever  (1 03°  to  1 06°  F),  stiff  neck,  headache,  and  lack  of  energy.  These  symptoms 
show  up  two  to  ten  days  after  infection.  Swelling  of  the  brain,  called  encephalitis,  is  the  most  dangerous  symptom.  The 
disease  gets  worse  quickly  and  many  patients  go  into  a  coma  within  a  week. 


What  is  the  treatment  for  EE? 


There  is  no  cure  for  EE,  and  three  of  every  ten  people  who  get  the  disease  die  from  it.  The  only  treatment  is  supportive 
care,  to  lower  fevers  and  ease  pressure  on  the  brain  and  spinal  cord. 

iVFRhMENT  'ENTS 
How  is  EE  spread?  COLLECTION 

EE  is  spread  only  by  the  bite  of  infected  mosquitoes.  People  and  horses  that  have  EE  are  not  contagious,  so  it  is  impossible  to 
get  the  disease  from  them. 

Ml  mm         „  „  nwf-rsity  ot  Mas  husefts 

How  common  is  EE  in  Massachusetts? 

Almost  every  case  of  EE  in  this  state  has  been  found  near  the  large  freshwater  swamps  in  the  eastern  part  of  the  state, 
mainly  the  Hockomock  and  Pine  Swamps  of  the  Taunton  River  Basin.  Two  cases  were  reported  from  Middlesex  County. 
No  cases  from  Cape  Cod  or  west  of  Worcester  have  ever  been  reported. 

EE  is  so  rare  that  only  65  people  in  this  state  have  had  it  since  1 938.  EE  runs  in  cycles  that  are  years  long,  so  in  most 
years  no  one  gets  it  The  last  case  in  this  state  was  reported  in  1984. 


Is  EE  likely  to  return  this  summer? 


Early  signs  show  that  EE  might  return  this  summer  (1 990).  The  Department  of  Public  Health  (DPH)  urges  everyone  in 
eastern  Massachusetts  to  take  a  few  simple  steps  (see  below)  to  protect  themselves. 


What  can  you  do  to  protect  yourself? 


There  is  an  EE  vaccine  for  horses,  but  not  for  people.  The  only  way  to  protect  yourself  is  to  keep  mosquitoes  from  biting 
you.  No  one  knows  how  the  virus  gets  into  mosquitoes  that  bite  people,  so  you  should  follow  these  simple  steps  every 
summer  if  you  live  in  or  visit  an  area  with  large  freshwater  swamps. 

•  Use  mosquito  repellant  and  follow  the  directions  on  the  label.  Wear  long-sleeved  shirts  and  long  pants,  especially  at 
dawn  and  dusk  when  mosquitoes  are  most  active. 
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•  Take  special  care  to  cover  up  the  arms  and  legs  of  children  playing  outdoors  near  swampy  areas.  When  you  bring  a 
baby  outdoors,  cover  the  baby's  carriage  or  playpen  with  mosquito  netting. 

•  Fix  any  holes  in  your  screens  and  make  sure  they  are  tightly  attached  to  all  your  doors  and  windows.  If  mosquitoes 
get  into  your  house,  use  insecticides  to  get  rid  of  them.  Follow  the  directions  on  the  label. 

•  Mosquitoes  breed  in  stagnant  water,  so  don't  let  it  collect  around  your  home.  Stagnant  water  can  collect  in  ditches, 
clogged  gutters,  old  tires,  wheelbarrows,  and  wading  pools. 

•  Don't  camp  overnight  near  freshwater  swamps. 

What  does  the  state  do  to  protect  people  from  EE? 

Mosquito  traps  are  set  up  all  over  eastern  Massachusetts.  Every  year  from  May  until  the  first  frost,  DPH  field  staff  empty 
the  traps  once  or  twice  a  week  and  send  the  mosquitoes  to  the  State  Laboratory  for  testing.  If  the  Lab  finds  EE  virus  in 
mosquitoes  that  might  bite  people,  DPH  warns  local  boards  of  health,  hospitals,  and  people  who  live  in  the  area. 

Most  doctors  have  never  seen  a  patient  who  has  EE  because  the  disease  is  so  rare.  If  a  doctor  thinks  a  patient's  illness  is 
EE,  DPH  will  test  the  patient's  blood  to  be  sure.  DPH  also  offers  expert  medicai  advice  to  heip  doctors  and  hospitals  treat 
patients  with  EE. 

Won't  spraying  near  the  swamps  help? 

Spraying  should  only  be  used  to  control  mosquitoes  when  there  is  a  real  risk  of  people  getting  EE.  If  spraying  is  needed, 
ground  spraying  is  better  because  it  can  be  done  safely  in  any  weather.  Aerial  spraying  is  only  considered  when  there 
are  unusually  high  numbers  of  the  kind  of  mosquito  that  carries  EE  virus. 

Is  spraying  dangerous? 

Malathion,  the  chemical  most  often  used  to  control  adult  mosquitoes,  has  been  widely  used  for  more  than  30  years. 
Malathion  is  the  insecticide  in  most  home  and  garden  bug  sprays.  It  breaks  down  very  quickly  in  sunlight,  water  and  soil. 
Half  the  amount  applied  will  break  down  in  two  to  four  days,  depending  on  the  weather  and  the  mix  used. 

Malathion  has  not  caused  cancer  or  birth  defects  in  people  or  test  animals,  ft  has  caused  some  subtle  reproductive  problems 
in  test  animals,  but  only  when  they  have  been  exposed  to  much  higher  levels  of  the  chemical  than  spraying  can  create. 
Even  so,  you  should  keep  your  exposure  to  any  chemical  as  low  as  you  can.  DPH  recommends  that  you  close  all  win- 
dows and  doors  and  stay  inside  if  your  area  is  being  sprayed.  Whenever  possible,  sprayers  must  let  you  know  ahead  of 
time  that  they  will  be  spraying. 

Where  can  you  get  more  information? 

Massachusetts  Department  of  Public  Health 

State  Laboratory  Institute  (61 7)  522-3700,  x420  (information  on  EE  in  Massachusetts,  mosquito  testing,  and  con- 
sultations for  doctors  and  hospitals  on  EE  symptoms  and  treatment) 

Massachusetts  Department  of  Food  and  Agriculture 

State  Reclamation  and  Mosquito  Control  Board   (617)  727-3035  (information  on  regional  mosquito  control 
programs) 

Division  of  Animal  Health  (61 7)  727-301 5  (information  on  horse  vaccine) 

Your  local  board  of  health 
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